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TOO  GOOD  FOR  GOD! 


The  gospel  of  Jesus  Christ  belongs  to  all  men* 
The  mission  of  the  church  from  the  very  beginning  has 
been  a  mission  to  the  whole  inhabited  world*  We  are 
under  command  to  go  into  all  the  world;  into  all  the 
world  horizontally  that  no  nation  be  left  out^  but  al- 
so into  all  the  world  vertically  that  every  class^  con- 
dition^ level,,  order  and  stratum  of  society  might  hear 
the  gospel 0 

In  discharging  our  mission  vertically  I  think  we 
must  agree  with  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer  that  we  have  been 
more  effective  with  the  bad  people  than  the  good*  Our 
approach  to  the  down-and-out  has  been  more  fruitful 
than  our  approach  to  the  up-and=out «  Where  there  is  a 
felt  needj  where  men  and  women  are  at  the  end  of  their 
rope^  where  life  has  fallen  to  the  depths^  we  are  surer 
of  our  ground  and  more  hopeful  of  a  "yes"  response* 

But  godless  people  who  are  good  are  something  else 
again 1  How  do  we  reach  them  -  or  need  we  try?  If  a 
man  is  respectable^,  law-abiding^  decent^  civil^  warmly 
human,,  how  do  we  communicate  the  gospel  to  him?  It  is 
as  puzzling  as  trying  to  shop  for  "the  man  who  has 
everything/'  Those  who  are  "Too  Good  For  God  I"  have 
been  a  concern  to  the  church  from  the  beginnings  and 
they  are  a  particular  concern  for  a  church  located  near 
a  respected  center  of  learnings 

We  can  draw  comfort  from  the  fact  that  good  people 
have  been  difficult  for  the  gospel  from  the  beginning o 
Ste  Paul  had  his  worst  day  as  a  preacher  at  Mars  Hill 
in  Athens e  Jesus  was  consistently  resisted  by  the 
righteous  and  drew  the  bulk  of  his  followers  from  the 
ranks  of  publicans  and  sinners a  Recall  the  criticism 
he  evoked  when  he  visited  with  Matthew  and  sat  at  table 
in  the  publican's  house:   "Why  eateth  your  master  with 
publicans  and  sinners?"  (Mto  9^11 )  In  defense  of  the 
company  he  was  keeping  Jesus  said^  "They  that  be  whole 


need  not  a  physician,  but  they  that  are  sick."  (Mt.  9: 
12)  He  encountered  sustained  opposition  from  those  who 
were  just  plain  too  good  for  God.  This  is  why  he  was 
heard  to  say  one  day,  perhaps  wistfully,  "There  will  be 
more  joy  in  heaven  over  one  sinner  who  repents  than 
over  ninety-nine  rightous  who  need  no  repentance." 

(Lk  15:7) 

What  can  we  say  as  Christians  to  the  man  who  has 
neither  time  nor  place  for  God,  but  who  is  a  good  man 
nonetheless?   Perhaps  we  could  try  an  easy  approach 
and  suggest  that  such  an  individual  is  already  beyond 
the  need  of  Jesus  Christ.  This  vein  is  being  happily 
and  enthusiastically  mined  in  our  time.   Christians  are 
genuinely  human.  John  is  human.  Therefore,  John  is  a 
Christian.  Or,  the  religious  man  has  an  ultimate  con- 
cern. Most  men  have  an  ultimate  concern.  Therefore, 
most  men  are  religious.  Conclusion:  Let  them  be.  This 
seems  to  be  a  questionable  response  at  best.   It  could 
only  come  from  a  church  too  tired  to  work  or  think. 

Walter  Kaufman,  the  yeasty  rebel  at  Princeton, will 
not  let  us  get  away  with  such  ecclesiastical  gerry- 
mandering.  He  writes  in  The  Faith  Of  A  Heretic, 
"Some  of  those  who  say  that  every  man  has  an  ultimate 
concern,  and  that  man  must  have  a  God,  also  say  that 
every  scientist  is  a  hidden  theologian  because  he  is 
a  human  being.   Since  the  Second  World  War,  theologians 
have  amassed  a  whole  arsenal  of  such  ploys.  To  use  an 
ancient  name,  the  stratagem  is  a  form  of  tu-tuoque,  you 
are  doing  it,  too.  To  do  justice  to  its  kindly  intent 
one  can  call  it  instead  conversion  by  definition.  And 
to  call  attention  to  its  occasionally  crushing  effect 
on  unsuspecting  victims,  one  may  christen  it  the  bear's 
hug."  —    Walter  Kaufman  and  others  have  a  right  to 
their  position,  a  right  not  to  be  defined  into  the 
kingdom  if  they  choose  to  remain  outside.  Yet,  here 
we  are  with  a  gospel  that  is  for  all  men,  a  gospel  that 
we  dare  not  keep  away  from  any. 

Perhaps  we  could  back  off  and  start  again  by  try- 
ing to  move  in  on  the  good  man's  assumption  of  his 
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goodness .   That  is,  we  might  chip  away  at  his  right  to 
the  adjective  "good/1  Is  he  using  the  word  loosely? 
Jesus  engaged  in  a  bit  of  linguistic  analysis  that  day 
when  the  young  ruler  came  to  him  and  said,  "Good  mas- 
ter, "  Jesus  responded  by  saying,,  "Why  callestthou  me 
good?  There  is  none  good  but  one,,  that  is,  God*e969" 
(Mt.  19:17)  With  this  correction  he  was  teaching  the 
young  man  the  necessity  of  using  moral  epithets  care- 
fully and  sincerely . 

Be sides j  the  word  "good"  is  a  floating  comparison 
that  has  no  meaning  unless  there  is  a  better  and  a 
best.  How  deep  is  this  man's  goodness?  How  does  it 
stand  up  when  examined  in  terms  of  motive  and  intent? 
Jesus  taught  that  hate  is  tantamount  to  murder  and  that 
lust  is  tantamount  to  adultery .   Somewhat  brazenly  we 
might  approach  the  good  man  and  say  "You  seem  on  the 
outside  to  be  a  man  of  high  esteem  and  character ,  but 
what's  the  weather  like  on  the  inside? 

The  United  Presbyterian  Confessional  of  1967 
speaks  about  the  good  in  all  of  us  being  streaked  with 
evil;   "Wise  and  virtuous  men  through  the  ages  have 
sought  the  highest  good  in  devotion  to  freedom,  justice, 
peace,  truth  and  beauty .  Yet  all  human  virtue,  when 
seen  in  the  light  of  God's  love  in  Jesus  Christ,  is 
found  to  be  infected  by  self-interest  and  hostility,, 
All  men,  good  and  bad  alike,  are  in  the  wrong  before 
God  and  helpless  without  his  forgiveness,,  Thus  all 
men  fall  under  God's  judgment,,  No  one  is  more  subject 
to  that  judgment  than  the  man  who  assumes  that  he  is 
guiltless  before  God  or  morally  superior  to  others/1  £ 

We  might  quiz  the  good  man  about  the  range  of  his 
goodness  and  compassion e  On  how  broad  a  band  is  he 
receiving  the  distress  signals  of  humanity  and  respond- 
ing to  them*   Does  his  goodness  have  any  kind  of  public 
reference,  or  has  it  been  so  interiorized  as  to  be  void 
of  power  for  the  world  at  large? 

Dietrich  Bonhoeffer  gets  to  this  point  in  his 
Ethics,  when  he  says,  "Some  who  seek  to  escape  from 


taking  a  stand  publically  find  a  place  of  refuge  in  a 
private  virtuousness.   Such  a  man  does  not  steal,  he 
does  not  commit  murder,  he  does  not  commit  adultery. 
Within  the  limits  of  his  power  he  does  good.  But  in 
his  voluntary  renunciation  of  publicity  he  knows  how 
to  remain  punctiliously  within  the  permitted  bounds 
which  preserve  him  from  involvement  in  conflict.   He 
must  be  blind  and  deaf  to  the  wrongs  which  surround 
him.   It  is  only  at  the  price  of  an  act  of  self-decep- 
tion that  he  can  safeguard  his  private  blamelessness 
against  contamination  through  responsible  action  in 
the  world.  Whatever  he  may  do  that  which  he  omits  to 
do  will  give  him  no  peace.   Either  this  disquiet  will 
destroy  him  or  he  will  become  the  most  hypocritical  of 
Pharisees. "  A 

But  I  confess  that  this  approach  does  not  warm  my 
heart  either.   It  seems  unfair.   Basically  it  is  what 
is  known  in  football  circles  as  a  "cheap  shot."  The 
good  man  without  God  is  not  really  claiming  that  his 
goodness  is  absolute.   He  knows  better.   No  man  is  ca- 
pable of  absolute  good.  There  is  no  pure  motive  for 
any  act  either  within  or  without  the  church.  There  is 
no  intention  that  we  mortals  frame  that  is  totally  void 
of  self -interest .   He  merely  possesses  the  kind  of  good- 
ness that  holds  our  American  life  together  and  without 
which  no  social  order  could  long  endure. 

Perhaps  there  is  another  way  to  reach  the  man  who 
is  "Too  Good  For  God."  We  might  simply  adopt  the  strat- 
egy of  waiting  back  for  some  crisis  to  engulf  him  and 
bring  him  to  his  knees.  Life  is  the  greatest  evange- 
list of  all.  Let's  back  off  then  and  wait  until  he  has 
been  sufficiently  roughed  up,  until  his  resources  have 
played  out,  until  he  is  in  over  his  head  and  needs 
deliverance . 

The  good  man  that  I  have  in  mind  is  not  omnicompe- 
tent.  He  is  not  as  capable  of  self-mastery  as  he  as- 
sumes himself  to  be.   He  will  from  time  to  time  suffer 
twinges  of  guilt  with  which  he  cannot  adequately  deal. 
He  will  find  himself  against  the  wall  as  he  tries  to 
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communicate  purpose  to  his  children*   He  is  not  ade- 
quately equipped  for  that  ride  to  the  cemetery  on  a  wet 
Tuesday  morning  to  lay  to  rest  one  whom  he  has  loved. 

But  having  said  this,  we  could  still  be  in  for  a 
long,  long  wait .  Let  us  not  underestimate  the  protec- 
tion that  this  good  man  has  built  up.   He  is  armed  a- 
gainst  adversity  by  his  knowledge,  his  affluence,  the 
little  security  systems  that  he  has  worked  out.  He  is 
not  likely  to  sink  to  the  depths. 

But  quite  beyong  such  considerations  should  we 
not  acknowledge  that  this  approach  is  fundamentally  un- 
worthy of  the  church?   Philippe  Maury  puts  it  this  way 
when  he  says,  "It  is  significant  that  the  pietistic 
message  has  its  greatest  success  among  people  who  have 
experienced  failure,  discouragement  or  despair  and  who 
no  longer  expect  anything  in  this  world.   It  finds  lit- 
tle response  among  those  who  share  the  excitement  and 
hopes  of  their  day.   For  this  reason  pietism  often  en- 
gages in  negative  apologetic  arguments  aimed  at  under- 
mining human  convictions  and  hopes  in  order  to  prepare 
the  ground  for  favorable  reception  to  the  gospel."  z 

Must  every  man  who  comes  into  the  kingdom  come  in 
as  a  cripple,  beaten  down,  snivelling,  blind,  lame, 
halt?  Is  there  no  way  in  which  a  man  in  the  fullness 
of  his  powers  can  be  possessed  by  Jesus  Christ?  To 
tell  the  good  man  we  have  no  word  for  him  until  life 
knocks  him  off  his  feet  is  like  the  doctor  telling  the 
man  with  a  head  cold  to  come  back  later  when  he  has 
pneumonia. 

One  feels  uneasy  with  all  of  these  approaches. 
To  say  that  the  good  man  does  not  need  God,  to  say  that 
his  goodness  is  spurious  because  it  is  not  absolute, 
to  say  that  we  will  wait  him  out  -  is  to  say  the  wrong 
thing.   Such  tactics  worry  me  because  they  couch  the 
question  in  the  wrong  terms.  The  issue  is  not  funda- 
mentally or  initially  a  question  of  good  and  evil, 
whether  there  is  more  goodness  in  us  than  in  him.  Com- 
parative virtue  is  not  the  point.  The  basic  question 
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is  the  question  of  belonging.  What  matters  most  is  not 
whether  we  are  good  but  whether  we  are  God's.  This  is 
what  Bernhard  Anderson  gets  at  when  he  writes,  "When 
we  confess  our  sins,  we  do  not  say  that  we  have  viola- 
ted moral  values,  or  ethical  standards,  or  the  code  of 
human  decency.   Obviously  these  things  make  our  es- 
trangement from  God  exceedingly  visible.   Fundamentally, 
however,  we  say  we  have  broken  our  relationships  with 
God.   'Against  thee,  thee  only  have  I  sinned  and  done 
this  evil  in  thy  sight  '  (Ps  51**0  So  runs  the  deepest 
cry  of  the  human  spirit „ "  5 

If  the  first  and  great  commandment  asks  that  we 
"love  the  Lord  our  God  with  all  our  heart,  and  soul  and 
mind  and  strength,  (Mk  12:30)  then  the  greatest  sin  of 
all  is  to  withhold  that  love  from  God.  Christ  came  not 
primarily  to  make  us  good  but  to  make  us  God's,  to  re- 
possess us,  reunite  us,  reconcile  us.  This  is  the  word 
that  runs  through  Scripture:   "Let  not  the  wise  man 
glory  in  his  wisdom,  let  not  the  mighty  man  glory  in 
his  might,  let  not  the  rich  man  glory  in  his  riches; 
but  let  him  who  glories  glory  in  this  that  he  under- 
stands and  knows  me,  that  I  am  the  Lord...."  (Jer  9*23) 

Not  even  our  virtue  can  stand  as  substitute  for 
the  love  we  owe  to  God.  Too  many  are  related  to  God 
the  way  the  oldest  boy  was  related  to  the  father  in 
Edwin  O'Connor's  novel,  The  Edge  of  Sadness.  The  fa- 
ther reflects  on  this  son  painfully  in  these  words: 
"He  never  gave  me  a  day  of  trouble  in  his  life,  but  he 
never  gave  me  a  day  of  love . " 

The  man  who  is  "Too  Good  For  God"  is  not  likely 
to  be  won  by  argument  or  high  powered  persuasion.  Any 
appeal  to  superior  virtue  in  us  if,  indeed,  we  can 
legitimately  make  such  an  appeal,  is  out.   He  is  most 
likely  to  be  drawn  to  faith  if  he  can  see  that  our  re- 
lationship to  God  has  produced  in  us  a  more  positive 
and  joyful  response  to  life.  The  quality  of  life  that 
we  allow  God  to  produce  in  us  will  be  the  crucial 
factor. 
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The  kingdom  comes  not  with  promotion  but  by  at- 
traction. Paul  and  Silas  did  not  ask  the  Philippian 
jailer,  "Are  you  saved?"  They  demonstrated  such  joy 
as  prisoners  that  in  the  crisis  the  jailer  thought  to 
ask  "What  must  I  do  to  be  saved?"  Philip  did  not  ask 
the  Ethiopian  eunuch,  "Don't  you  think  you  ought  to  be 
baptized?"  Rather  he  bore  such  a  radiant  and  reason- 
able witness  to  his  faith  that  his  dark  skinned  friend 
was  led  to  say,  "See  here  is  water,  what  doth  hinder 
me  to  be  baptized?"  Jesus  didn't  say  to  the  rich  young 
ruler,  "You  have  put  together  a  rather  correct  and 
righteous  life,  but  you  lack  something."  He  simply  in- 
carnated such  love  and  compassion  that  his  young  friend 
could  not  but  ask,  "What  lack  I  yet?" 

No  one  is  so  bad  that  he  cannot  come  to  Christ. 
And  no  one  is  so  good  that  he  need  not  come.  But  none 
is  likely  to  come  at  all  unless  he  sees  such  joy  and 
life  in  us  that  he  can  no  longer  be  content  on  the  out- 
side looking  in. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord  help  us  to  respect  goodness  wherever 

we  may  find  itj 
And  at  the  same  time  give  us  a  love 

for  those  whose  very  goodness  is 

keeping  them  from  Thee. 
Help  us  to  know  Thee  better  that  we 

may  the  better  make  Thee  known 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.    Amen, 
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